Failure of estrogen-induced discharge of luteinizing hormone in lactating women.
Pituitary-ovarian relationships were studied in seven lactating women by measuring the basal plasma concentrations of pituitary and ovarian hormones and their responses to an estrogen provocation test at 7, 30, and 100 days after delivery. The results were compared to a similar group of seven women who did not breast feed. The first ovulation occurred in five of the nonlactating women beteen 43-87 days after delivery, as judged by the urinary excretion of total estrogen and pregnanediol. In all lactating women, ovarian cyclicity was suppressed for at least 150 days after delivery or until weaning. The basal concentration of PRL in lactating women was significantly higher than in the nonlactating women at all three times measured. At 30 and 100 days, the concentration of estradiol was significantly lower in the lactating women, although the basal concentrations of FSH were similar in the two groups. After an injection of 1 mg estradiol benzoate, the concentrations of FSH and LH in plasma were suppressed to a greater extent in lactating than in nonlactating women. In addition, fewer of the lactating group (one of seven and none of seven at 30 and 100 days, respectively) than the nonlactating group (two of seven and five of seven) subsequently showed a rise in the concentration of LH 58--96 h after the estrogen injection (positive feedback). These results suggest that during lactation the hypothalamic-pituitary system is more sensitive to the negative feedback and relatively insensitive to the positive feedback of estrogen.